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Abstract
This dossier is an accompanying document to my MFA thesis exhibition, Liquidation (2014).
Within my dossier, I articulate the formal and material considerations of my art making
practice in which everyday household goods acquired primarily from the dollar store are
manipulated in order to consider the “abject” qualities inherent to these items. Observed
through the theoretical work of Julia Kristeva in her essay, Powers of Horror, the “abject” as
a term is critically and historically applied to the art objects I create in order to explore the
dollar store as the basis for my material selection, but also as a psychological space in which
we inhabit as a culture. Informed by the formal and material concerns of visual artists Jessica
Stockholder, Rachel Harrison, and Luanne Matineau, I consider my work in relation to these
artistic practices. In turn, I am able to articulate further within this text how the generative
process behind my artworks acts as a gestural extension of my own working body. By
constructing art objects made out of an accumulated and excessive amount of everyday
materials, I position these works as a type of warning of the present consumer state, and as a
cautionary tale of an impending future.

Keywords
Liquidation: Process, contemporary art, assemblage, sculpture/installation, gesture,
Kristeva’s notion of “The Abject” and “The Real,” the body, consumerism, Luanne
Martineau, Eva Hesse, Jessica Stockholder, Rachel Harrison.
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Food for Thought:

“All societies have wasted, squandered, expended and consumed beyond what is
strictly necessary for the simple reason that it is in the consumption of a surplus,
of a superfluity that the individual – and society – feel not merely that they exist,
but that they are alive.”

1

–Jean Baudrillard in The Consumer Society.

“Like Alexander the Great and Caesar, I’m out to conquer the world. But first I
have to stop at Walmart and pick up some supplies.”

2

―Jarod Kintz in The Titanic would never have sunk if it were made out of a sink.

1
2

Baudrillard, Jean, The Consumer Society (London, UK: SAGE, 1998) 43.

Kintz, Jarod, The Titanic Would Never Have Sunk If It Were Made out of a Sink, Amazon Digital Services
(2012): n.p.

2

1 Introduction
This portion of text makes up the written component of my thesis within the dossier
stream, exploring the historical and theoretical influences that have helped give shape to
my thesis within the Masters of Fine Arts Program at Western University. In the
academic year of 2012, I completed my Bachelor of Fine Arts at Western University and
maintained an artistic practice that focused on combining textile work with thrift store
and everyday household products. The contrast between handmade textile goods in
combination with everyday objects prompted the opportunity to not only reconsider the
former function of the readymade object, but the value of that object altogether. During
my Master’s studies, I maintained an interest in exploring object value and experimented
with a variety of different materials in arrangement with the readymade object. Items
were specifically bought in abundance from the dollar store and were placed alongside or
often in combination with building materials obtained from home improvement and
hardware stores. The importance in selecting items from these locations lies in the
function that these objects serve as everyday goods—cheap, frequently unnecessary
pleasures of indulgence are joined together with handmade forms made from the building
materials used to improve, add comfort to, maintain, and repair our homes. By combining
an agglomeration of everyday materials using absurd (and perhaps even, eccentric)
formal gestures, I create delicate yet anxiety-ridden objects that question their own
significance as they signal towards bigger implications in a world overshadowed by allconsuming waste.
During my course of study, my objective has been to develop a working process
as an artist, while continuing to be informed by the successful aspects of my existing

3

practice. My dossier will describe in detail the development of this process as I integrate
the theoretical interests and artistic influences that have helped me to arrive to this
position in my artistic career. Unfolded in three main sections, the dossier has been
outlined to include a comprehensive artist statement of my thesis works, an exhibition
review of the group show After My Own Heart which was held at Oakville Galleries from
March 2013 to May 2013, and practice documentation of my artwork.
In the first section of my artist statement, I consider how my material choices of
dollar store and other household goods are able to re-contextualize notions of everyday
object value within the gallery setting. Informed by the formal, process-based
considerations of contemporary artists Jessica Stockholder and Rachel Harrison, I bring
to the surface the “abject” qualities within my material choices. Like the work of Jessica
Stockholder and Rachel Harrison, these art objects operate as a metaphor of our time,
bringing to mind our own bodies as they attempt to wade through a world overloaded
with consumer products.
By considering a process of art making that relies on repetitive, absurd gestures,
my artworks become an extension of my own working body and a physicality that is
performed through the act of “making.” It is through these actions that I bring attention to
the amount of time and material suspended within the finished art object. This
performative aspect of the work furthers the “abject” qualities laden within my material
choices, where the once alluring aspects of the mass-consumed product (such as item
price, colour, or function) are exploited and exhausted in order to pose former consumer
goods as questionable art objects.
The notion of the “abject” is addressed more comprehensively within the closing
portion of my artist statement, and is articulated through Julia Kristeva’s essay, Powers of

4

Horror. As Kristeva outlines within her text, the “abject” makes reference to the human
3

response of horror/disgust when the body is threatened with the possibility of “the Real.”
I employ Kristeva’s term within my written thesis as a form of confronting the repulsive
aspects found within cheap dollar store and everyday materials. By presenting these
objects as something that stands outside the self/body, I make a distinction between what
4

remains part of “the self” and what remains “non-self” and foreign to the body. The
process-based handicraft works of Luanne Martineau is considered in this regard, as she
represents a contemporary female artist who revisits traditional female craft (such as
felting) in order to embrace “abject” representations of the body. Expressing an urgency
in returning to (and thus, rescuing) an early form of art “making” using crafting
techniques, Martineau creates fragmented and disjointed bodies in order to articulate the
female experience in a post-industrial, consumer world. The “abject” as a term is thus
considered within my own body of artworks as they reflect upon my own historical
moment at present.
Examples of these works can be found within the concluding component of my
dossier, which includes the thorough professional documentation of the development of
my body of artworks. Presented as a succession of works denoting my on-going research
and progress of my practice as an artist during my two-year residency within the MFA
program, particular emphasis is placed on the later stages of these works, including the
most recent work exhibited within my thesis exhibition, Liquidation (2014).

3

Kristeva, Julia, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, Trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York, NY:
Columbia UP, 1982), 2.
4

Ibid.
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The final written component of my dossier includes my review of the exhibition,
After My Own Heart, a group show made up of twelve female artists who individually
propose and visualize a gender-specific utopia. Overall, the show combines early feminist
media works with the more recent sculptural work of female artists who are looking
towards the legacy of feminism in order to explore the idea of a gendered consciousness.
The notion of a “women’s utopia” within this exhibition expresses an imagined time and
a state of mind sought after, and yet, it is no longer a place being waited for. Instead,
these women are living a life today that is their vision. Combining sculptural work, video
projections, mixed media, paintings, and drawings, this review analyzes an exhibition in
which a collision of female bodies (both past and present) are able to pose questions
about the current state of a lesbian, feminist and female identity without ignoring its
historical past.
After My Own Heart presents a forum for both action and retaliation—by
revisiting early notions of second wave feminism, it re-imagines these philosophies in
order to create an alternate vision, one that offers values of cooperation, care giving, and
compromise in a “women only” safe haven through historical acceptance. I draw
connections between this exhibition and my own art making practice through the
proposition and possibility of a future that does not ignore a fragmented, rubbish-ridden
present. By embracing the everyday debris, the dollar store kitsch, and home
improvement building materials as my material choices, I create artworks that make use
of what we have left as a culture. Made from the commodities of our society, it is work
that Clement Greenberg might describe as “destined for those who, insensible to the

6

values of genuine culture, are hungry nevertheless for the diversion that only a
5

[materialistic] culture of some sort can provide.” However, the idea of the commodity
does not go ignored within these works; instead, it is accepted as part of “the natural
6

order of things that is particular to our age.” Consequently, what Liquidation (2014)
represents is a body of work that epitomizes a condition of the people, where the every
day “thing” acts as both a cultural impairment and a danger we are heading towards, just
as it remains an inevitable and intrinsic part of who we are as a people.

7

5

Greenberg, Clement, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review 6, no. 5 (1939): 12.

6

Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” 1.

7

Ibid.
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2 Comprehensive Artist Statement
All around, strange, packaged things are hung here and there—bulging bins are stuffed
with brightly-coloured, plastic merchandise; helium balloons come as families and are
blown up to inhabit the ceiling, corners, and door frames. If there is any shelf left
unfilled, it is crowded with phrases and signage that proclaim the deals, steals, and
abundance in savings you are surely to walk away with. Lost between the never-ending,
indistinguishable aisles crowded with an endless supply of visual stimuli, one cannot help
but to feel totally bewildered within this extraordinary space known as the dollar store.
The dollar store is an exciting and yet an exhausting event. Most of us have had
the privilege of taking the occasional trip here in order to explore its kitschy pleasures.
The consumer of today however has now developed into the “bargain hunter”—a shopper
whose state of mind remains fixated on attaining, not just a good buy, but the best buy
possible. While the items purchased at the dollar store are not necessarily deemed the
needs required for our survival, the consumer buys these items because of the simple
marketing of product convenience, price and general visual appeal. As the customer
habitually returns again and again, the dollar store continues to urge the buyer on in an
endless treasure hunt for substandard products that can only offer a sense of luxury
through excess and quantity.
My sculptural practice as an artist is informed by the entity of the dollar store as
both a temporal location and as a psychological space that we socially inhabit. As I will
outline within this text, it is through the engagement with the physical materiality of
everyday objects that we may understand the dollar store as a microcosm of our excessive
consumer culture and all of its anxious symptoms. To do so, I consider and make

8

reference to the sculptural works of contemporary artists Jessica Stockholder and Rachel
Harrison as they coincide next to my art practice. I observe that both artists maintain a
similar process to my own, where the formal decision to utilize everyday objects (and the
resulting conceptual underpinnings of these objects) acts as a reflection upon what is easy
to attain, but also, what is easy to dispose of within our culture. I approach and induce a
sense of the “abject” within my works by utilizing everyday goods in excessive
quantities, manipulating them through a series of repetitive or extended gestures that
include continual looping, covering, stacking and carving, among a variety of other
maneuvers. This is a process that I also contextualize through the painstaking handiwork
of female artist Luanne Martineau in the latter part of the text, where a focus on a slowed
down process of labour permits the artist to create soft, yet abject representations of the
disfigured body. It is within the completed art objects I make that I attempt to reflect back
the psychological uncertainties and manic conditions of today’s consumer-driven world.

9

2.1 Thinking While Making Things
Shopping is an experience that each and every person shares, and it is an exercise that
makes up the foundation of my practice as an artist. Curator and writer Joshua Simon
agrees that even the art object “begins with shopping” and every artwork starts with some
8

sort of consumption. However, there is an anxiety to be found within this cultural
condition, and as a result, there remains a different kind of satiation we yearn for in order
to make sense of our place within this world. My creative process as an artist is similarly
fraught with a series of paradoxes, contradictions and conundrums that I find myself in
constant negotiation with within this climate. As articulated through Joshua Simon’s
writing in his article, “Neo-Materialism, Part One: The Commodity and the Exhibition,”
“…Most commodities live longer than their creators and consumers alike—for
even a simple plastic bag will outlive us all many, many times over…as all
objects that enter into this world are commodities, we must realize that this is not
9

our world, but rather theirs. We dwell in the world of commodities.”

To make sense of this world therefore is a difficult and daunting task if we are to consider
10

our own bodies in relation to the world that “belongs” to the commodified object.

My

material choices are a reflection of this phobia and are thus consciously sourced from
general merchandising stores that promote their products as “improvements” to our
lifestyles. This includes (but is not limited to) the dollar store, as well as big box chain

8

Simon, Joshua, "Neo-Materialism, Part Two: The Unreadymade," E-flux 23, no. 20 (April 2011): 2,
http://www.eflux.com/journal/neo-materialism-part-two-theunreadymade.
9

Simon, Joshua, "Neo-Materialism, Part One: The Commodity and the Exhibition," E-flux 20 (November
2010): 2, http://www.eflux.com/journal/neo-materialism-part-one-thecommodityandtheexhibition.
10

Ibid.

10

stores, surplus liquidation inventories, and home improvement chains. Items from these
locations are typically selected due to their flimsy or substandard qualities and are
combined together using exaggerated formal gestures. My art making practice involves
accumulating and combining these materials in excessive quantities in order to shift the
familiarity of these objects from the realm of isolated consumer choice to that of its
marketing excesses. By re-contextualizing commodities as material sources, these are
sculptural works that engage with what it means to exist in a world overburdened with
“stuff.”
Combining an intuitive approach that relies on an immediate and gestural
response to the materials I utilize, I also consider an explicit ludicrousness or farce within
my art-making actions as part of my practice. This includes employing different methods
of continual wrapping, bounding, looping, covering, and stacking my materials together,
inevitably drawing attention to the amount of time and the amount of materials that are
enclosed and contained within the resulting object. As such, the works often index a form
of physicality that I act out, and object transformation becomes a gestural extension of
my own working body. The body is thus equated with what art critic Harold Rosenberg
might describe as an ongoing event, where the artwork behaves as “an arena in which to
11

act,” and the action becomes suspended within the material itself.

Fashioned by a process that focuses on material accumulation, these objects can
be likened to early American process-based art forms of the 1960s, where the works are
embedded in the idea that “expression and meaning arise not from preconceptions, but

11

Rosenberg, Harold, "The American Action Painters," Art News 51, no.8 (1952): 2.

11
12

from discoveries made in the course of manipulating materials.” The presentation of my
works within the gallery setting therefore reiterates the creative journey of object
creation.

13

Works such as Pink Lady (2013) (see figures 12 and 13), a work created over

the 2013 summer term and exhibited in the second year MFA exhibition, Split Film
Filament, is a primary example of this artistic “routine.” Here, cheap, pink twine is only
slightly altered using a steady and unwavering condition of looping the string repetitively
for hours on end around a simple wall hook. Paired with Friend (2013), a bit of bent wire
with a mink tail tip protruding from the gallery wall next to Pink Lady, these works
formally play with elements of gravity, light, and movement, while taking on an
alternative, almost anthropomorphic existence as objects. A prolonged process of looping
the pink string eventually drew out an entirely new state of being within the material, and
points directly to its reliance on a continued action of looping in order to come into being.
This action that derives from the body is a working process that I make available to my
audience through the placement/display of my work; it is thus a work that operates as a
“thing” just as it does an account of my artistic labour.
Contemporary artist Jessica Stockholder maintains a similar interest within the
material and formal considerations of her installation-based works. Known for using
everyday objects and brightly coloured plastic consumer products within these projects,
14

Stockholder attempts to create art that is able to “bask in its own ‘objectness’.”

12

Wilkin, Karen, "Larry Poons, Friedel Dzuba," Art in America (November 2008): 188-189.

The Guggenheim Museum, “Singular Forms (Sometimes Repeated): Art from 1951 to the Present,” The
Guggenheim Museum Press Release (February 25, 2004): 1.
13

14

Marshall, Tara, "Jessica Stockholder," Border Crossings 29, no. 4 (December 2010-February 2011): 87.

12

Through a process of repurposing, Stockholder demonstrates an assemblage of objects
that have lost their functionality as recognizable consumables and act as re-created
representations of “the real.”

15

In 2006, Stockholder presented a solo project at P.S.1

Contemporary Art Center titled, Of Standing Float Roots in Thin Air. Utilizing the entire
gallery space from floor to ceiling, Stockholder created a massive installation made up of
mass-produced objects and everyday materials that ranged from large, colourful
containers and storage bins, suspended fluorescent bulbs, chunks of brightly painted
plywood, carpeting, and furniture, all piled topsy-turvy one atop the other (see Figure 1).
While Stockholder’s investigations into space, colour, and form are aesthetically
satisfying, her works also present an essential physical process of art making that she
makes openly available to her audience. Stockholder does not hide her working process,
nor does she ignore the architectural space of the gallery; instead, she points directly at
16

these components.

Elements of Stockholder’s work noticeably peel from the ceiling and

trickle down the gallery walls until her work eventually hits and seemingly absorbs into
17

the floor.

It is work that is uneasy, uncomfortable, and anxiety-provoking just as it is

alluring, intimate, and visually exciting. Her work thus acts as a platform in which she is
able to present the “material world” in a way that she feels is comprehensible to her
viewer.

15

18

Ibid.

16

Colpitt, Frances, “Jessica Stockholder: A Merging of Mediums,” Art in America 93, no. 2 (February
2005): 93.
17

Selin Davis, Lisa, “Higher Education,” Interior Design Magazine 77, no. 3 (March 2006): 319.

18

Westfall, Stephen, "Jessica Stockholder," BOMB Magazine (1992): n. pag,
http://bombsite.com/issues/41/articles/1576.

13

Figure 1: Stockholder, Jessica, “Of Standing Float Roots in Thin Air,” mixed media,
2006, MoMaps1.org, http://momaps1.org/exhibitions/view/102 (accessed December 01,
2013).

14

It is here that Stockholder is able to dig deeper into a discussion about the
19

“personal” nature concealed within our everyday objects.

Though these may be

common household items that she claims you might stumble upon in “someone's
garage,”

20

these objects also make up our understanding and rationalizing of our

constructed world.

21

Stockholder utilizes “familiar” items of our time within her work to
22

prompt retrospection.

Here, the identifiable comfort of once-recognizable objects is

now lost in a strange clustering of disposable cultural items which have become devoured
in longing and loss.

23

Providing her objects with an alternate function beyond their

original purpose and value, Stockholder asks her audience to reassess how we easily
come to possess objects, but in turn, how they might also start to possess us.

24

Stockholder’s works also provoke a sensibility of the “abject” through her formal
manipulations. Here, the “cast-off” objects of our culture are cut up, melded together, and
25

covered in an almost gluttonous amount of thick and gooey paint.

Though these objects

have been plucked apart and are concealed and conjoined to other materials within her

19

Stockholder, Jessica, “Interview: Jessica Stockholder: Pleasure, Politics, and Beauty,” Art21, Feb 12,
2009, http://www.art21.org/texts/jessica-stockholder/interviewjessica-stockholder-pleasure-politics-andbeauty.
20

Selin Davis, Lisa, “Higher Education,” 319.

21

Veronica Bailey, Conrad Bakker, Seve Budington, Margarida Co Rreia, Harrell Fletcher, Michael
Landy, Andrzej Zielinski, Possessed, edited by Miriam Kienle. Long Island City: Dorsky Gallery, 2007,
Catalogue of an exhibition at the Dorsky Gallery, Long Island City, February 4 through April 17, 2007, 2.
22

Ibid.

23

Ibid.

24

Colpitt, Frances, Material Culture, 30.

25

Stockholder, Jessica, “Interview: Jessica Stockholder: Interests and Influences,” Art21, October 6, 2005,
http://www.art21.org/texts/jessica-stockholder/interview-jessica stockholder-interests-and-influences

15

work, these items as art objects are not lifeless in their display; instead, they take on a
whole new life of their own as they climb up from the floor and take shape onto the
surface of the walls. The work is complete when her sculptural installations reach the
farthest ends of the exhibition space, hanging from the typically unnoticed fluorescent
light fixtures on the gallery’s ceiling. The interaction of this work with the architecture of
the space draws our attention to Stockholder’s institutional critique, in which she tactfully
highlights the neutralized contents of the gallery institution by incorporating these
26

elements directly into her work.

It is within this installation that Stockholder provides a

forum for her viewers to step into and openly question the abandoned domestic objects of
our culture, while at the same time, unraveling the very space in which we are standing
27

within.

This idea of exploring object value through sculptural investigations is a similar
one also taken up by artist Rachel Harrison.

28

By placing together and contrasting

manufactured goods (ranging from toy masks, pictures of celebrity headshots, and cans of
unopened Slim Fast) on top of handcrafted objects (including brightly painted plinths and
other crudely shaped forms made of cast-off wood, pieces of drywall, Styrofoam,
cardboard or cement), Harrison spatially posits the handmade against the readymade so
29

that they may equally coexist, and yet critique one another at the same time.

26

Her work

McCoy, Mary Bucci, "Jessica Stockholder: Rawhide Harangue of Aching Indices as Told by Light," Art
New England: Contemporary Art and Culture (December/January 2006): 1,
http://www.buccimccoy.com/media/writing/Stockholder.pdf
27

Ibid.

28

Hawkins, Richard, “Enigmarelle the Statuesque,” Parkett 82 (2008): 120.

29

Smyth, Cherry, “Rachel Harrison,” Art Monthly 337 (June 2010): 26.

16

questions the discarded and recovered commodity through thoughtful, yet paradoxical
material considerations and display methods, explicitly suggesting a state of total unease
through a juxtaposing of ordinary objects.

30

A fine example of this is to be found in one

of Harrison’s well-known pieces, Huffy Howler (2004). An assembled installation made
up of a variety of parts, the title of the piece lightheartedly plays off of the Huffy®
bicycle brand name. Balanced up against a mound of fake, purple-painted bricks, the
Huffy “Howler” mountain bicycle looks like it lost its momentum when the bike’s gears
suddenly became wedged between the edge of a rock and the gallery floor (but
somehow—and thankfully—the bike’s parts remain unscathed). Jutting out of the back of
the bike is a large extended pole suspending a flag-like cutout of sheepskin and a
publicity photo of Mel Gibson from the movie, Braveheart (see figure 2).

31

Like Stockholder, Harrison sets in motion that the commodity remains an active
component within our daily lives.

32

By propping up an un-manipulated luxury good such

as a mountain bicycle against the handcrafted, lumpy and bumpy purple rock formation
created by the artist, Harrison produces an ironic shrine of our present where the carefully
structured object also relics as an open-ended, obnoxious joke. Combining together
readymade items of popular culture with the artist's own haphazard hand, Harrison
expresses a nervousness between the mass-produced object and the hand-created form.

30

33

Smyth, Cherry, “Rachel Harrison,” 27

31

Clintberg, Mark, “Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century,” Border Crossings 27, no. 2 (2008):
96.
32

Kelsey, John, “Rachel Harrison,” Artforum International 43, no. 3 (November 2004): 225.

33

Ibid.
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Figure 2: Harrison, Rachel “Huffy Howler,” wood, polystyrene, cement, acrylic, Huffy
Howler bicycle, handbags, rocks, gravel, brick, sheepskin, metal pole, wire, pigmented
inkjet print, binder clips, 2004, TheArtStack.com, http://theartstack.com/artist/rachelharrison/huffy-howler, (accessed December 01, 2013).
The dialogue between objects typically machine-created and mass-produced versus the
treatment of the sculptural surface controlled by the artist’s hand exposes a hidden
internality to her structures, something she reveals as both a formal strategy and as a
34

metaphorical device.

Akin to the attitude and techniques of Jessica Stockholder, Harrison presents an

34

Clintberg, “Unmonumental: The Object in the 21st Century,” 96.
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inherent artificiality found within the display of everyday objects, blatantly expressing
her concern with a world hurriedly being taken over by commodities. Similar to these
processes, I consciously manipulate and combine former mass-marketed products in
order to transform them into personal structures created by the gesture of the individual.
Materials are altered through camouflaging, covering, layering and encasing, yet these
new objects continue to remain up-front about what they originally were (and what they
continue to remain) as consumable objects. Original, generic qualities remain intact, and
yet, somehow something has inherently become withdrawn through their (mis)treatment.
No longer limited by the boundaries of the readymade consumer product, the body acts as
its own boundary/limitation to the actions between each art object I create. The work
therefore intrinsically engages with ideas of the body as it is accomplished by it. An
ongoing construction of identity becomes a challenging trait within the process of
repeated and prolonged gestures.
The works in my thesis exhibition, Liquidation (2014), prompt the viewer to take
note of the work’s absurd, formal tensions in order to consider the daily juxtapositions
that overrun our own lives. Using provocative gestures within my material choices, a type
of call-and-response situation is prompted between both artist/viewer and
object/experience in order to consider our own structures of habit. It is here that I claim
“abjection” as a gesture within my creation process, employing the perverse aspects
found within the everyday, familiar thing in order to highlight its condition.
2.2 Labour, The Abject, and Politics of the Body
According to psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva, “the abject” refers to the human response of
horror/disgust when the body is threatened with the possibility of a collapse between the
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subject/object or self/other.

The principal example of this is our reaction to the lifeless

corpse—a situation that is distressful to us because it reminds us of our very own
36

materiality.

The abject can take many forms, and in all cases, the same reaction can be

expected—it is the open wound that causes us to turn away, the smell of shit that makes
the stomach turn, and the bursting of sewage from a backed up pipe that reminds us of the
place where all meaning collapses.

37

The abject is thus able to bring to the surface what

once remained repressed from our most primal of states, disrupting not only societal
standards, but posing a challenge towards our very own identities.

38

It is ultimately what

39

Kristeva describes as the bursting of “the Real” into our lives.

Artists became highly aware of the body’s intimate connection to the process of
art making during the mid-1960’s to the 1970’s, and feminist and post-modernist artmakers alike were attempting to triumph over and deconstruct the fetishized, malecreated art object by utilizing ideas of the “abject” within their art making processes.

40

Female artists such as Eva Hesse targeted this by making the female body the contentious
subject of her discussion through the use of industrially made materials such as rope,
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rubber, and fiberglass.

Emphasizing an obsessive quality through an act of reiteration,

Hesse’s labour-intensive handiwork became a platform in which she could openly pose
questions about the politics of the female body in a male-dominated field, while
simultaneously, expressing a rupture into the psychological disposition of the world that
surrounded her.

42

Hesse’s practice was largely influential to a “reskilling” of artistic techniques of
43

twentieth and twenty-first century artists. Present-day artists such as Luanne Martineau
are continuing to “revive” traditional artisanal techniques within their production process
in order to accredit the craftsmanship of the art object.

44

By employing similar process-

based techniques within traditional craft as Hesse once did, Martineau infuses her work
with a sense of urgency using conventional materials such as felt and wool. Creating
drooping, distorted body parts made of soft, yet densely packed materials, Martineau
overtly and appreciatively presents the uninhibited and grotesque imagery of our own
physical existence.

45

This idea is exemplified in her piece, Dangler (2008) (see figure 3).

Here, Martineau represents the typically covered body as a totally fragmented and
unsettling arrangement of parts. Drooping breasts are cheekily positioned between
hanging intestines, open orifices and other disfigured members including fingers and
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toes; a disjointed paper smile hangs above these mangled swellings as the entire
contraption is left floating between both the gallery floor and ceiling.

46

Figure 3: Martineau, Luanne “Dangler,” dyed wool, silk fibre, pin-felted wool, industrial
felt and thread, 2008, ArtGalleryofNovaScotia.ca, http://www.artgalleryofnovascotia.ca/
en/sobeyartaward/pastwinners/2009sobeyartaward/default.aspx (accessed February 27,
2014).
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Martineau’s repetitive and de-structuring felting process returns to the most
material dimensions of sex and sexuality—that of the distorted body.

47

A similar concept

is brought up in theorist Judith Butler’s book Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive
Limits of Sex (1993). In it, Butler articulates gender in terms of its everyday
"performativity,” asserting that sex/gender is a notion that is continually “acted out”
48

through everyday speech and actions.

For Butler, our social reality is an illusion—a

world that is created and enacted using our very own bodies. Over time, she argues, what
is “artificial” becomes seemingly natural or necessary through reoccurrence and
49

repetition.

Articulated through Butler’s writing and the art making process of Martineau, my
own working process places an emphasis on the role repetition plays within the
performativity of “making.” My artworks engage with the abject through sheer material
accumulation and manipulation. By bringing the abject found within everyday objects to
the forefront, my work engages with the performative and troubling qualities of the body,
and the desirable and yet grotesque detritus of objects that surround it. These are works
that “put it all out in the open”; they do not mask or attempt to hide what is considered
bizarre or terrifying within our everyday realities. Instead, they consider what stands
away and observes the far end of the spectrum of “normal,” focusing on an acceptance
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(rather than a denial) of what currently “is” within the world, and a forward momentum
towards a sense of what “can be.”
2.3 The Exhibition: Liquidation (2014)
Likened to the sculptural assemblages of artists Jessica Stockholder and Rachel Harrison,
the exhibition Liquidation (2014) presents a body of work where commonplace materials
are expanded and exploited in order to be re-considered within the exhibition. Through a
series of repetitive, prolonged gestures in my working process, I explore notions of “the
abject” as they are found within the everyday “thing,” bringing to mind our own bodies
as they continue to be immersed within (and attempt to wade through) the consumable
waste of our culture.
“The abject” is a term that is prevalent within the practices of three contemporary
artists mentioned within this text, and their formal and material choices are considered on
an individual level in relation to my own working process as an artist. For Stockholder
and Harrison alike, the abject is to be found within the everyday items of plastic storage
bins, mountain bicycles, and headshots of Mel Gibson. These items have become a
homogenizing force that, on the one hand, totalizes our lives and our identities as
consumers, and yet on the other, continues to leave us feeling empty and alienated as a
culture. Stockholder and Harrison’s relationship to popular culture is thus analogous to a
practice of “abjection” outlined by psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva in Powers of Horror,
where the body must establish its own subjectivity against the “abject” by “casting off” or
rejecting the materials that threaten its identity.
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By “expelling” the abject items of our

society into the gallery setting, these artists present the anxious consumer culture that
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epitomizes our way of life.
Using a succession of prolonged, “slowed down” gestures within her working
process, artist Luanne Martineau uses craftwork as a disruptive tool in which to articulate
the industrialization of labour.51 Martineau also elicits ideas of the abject by presenting
the fragmented body as her subject matter. In Dangler (2008), Martineau creates a
comical and yet almost ornamental sculptural work of distorted and decaying body
parts.52 She places the viewer in direct contact with the disfigured breasts, the mutilated
limbs, and hanging bulges made from domestic materials that have undergone a
meticulous process of repeated felting, sewing and dying.53 Dangler may be a discomfort
to the viewer as a face-to-face confrontation of the “abject” qualities within the body, but
it is a representation of a figure that we can also identify with as the body that remains
flawed and perhaps similar to our own.
Photographer Andreas Gursky once said in an interview, “reality can only be
portrayed when one constructs it,” suggesting that an account of our world is not
something that can be fully accounted for by the naked eye alone.54 Instead, it is up to the
artist to construct what is “real” through his/her artistic production.55 Through ridiculous,
absurd, and sometimes even comical formal propositions, the works in Liquidation
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(2014) deliberately set out to disrupt societal expectations and desires by directly giving
into them. By oscillating between ideas of fascination and repulsion, these works remind
us of our own flaws and habits as dollar-store fed, imperfect human beings. While these
works may not be concrete answers or solutions to the series of “paradoxes,
contradictions and conundrums” mentioned earlier within this text, they serve as vital
reminders of the nagging weight of these concerns, and offer the opportunity to reflect
upon our societal uncertainties as a whole. The re-evaluation of these former household
objects as artworks reconsiders how the everyday “thing” might truly be able to be used
to take hold of and restore what remains of our delicate and pending future.
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3 Exhibition Review
After My Own Heart: A Quest to Find a Woman's Utopia
Exhibition at Oakville Galleries, 24 March - 18 May 2013
Review by Amanda Oppedisano
Utopia is a term that brings to mind an idyllic place, but it also implies it is impossible to
achieve. Perhaps though, the spirit of utopia can be evoked within the realm of art. The
Oakville Gallery’s spring show After My Own Heart proposes such a possibility, and
curator Matthew Hyland mounts an exhibition in which a group of twelve female artists
separately envision and propose a gender-specific utopia. The works in this exhibition
date from second-wave feminism to the present, and incorporate a wide range of
mediums that include video, painting, and craft-based media embraced by feminist artists.
Surprisingly though, the artworks come together quite effortlessly.
The show re-examines and complicates the history of terms such as feminism,
utopia, and female enlightenment in order to show that these ideas remain more important
then ever before. Even in an era of extraordinary freedom and choice, these terms still
sometimes carry negative connotations today. Perhaps this is because they are associated
with an “-ism” ideology, bringing to mind images of the radical, extremist woman. What
After My Own suggests is that we absolutely must engage with these terms once again, as
they continue to suffer from a serious image problem. Featuring works by Barbara
Hammer, Onya Hogan-Finlay, Allyson Mitchell, Carrie Moyer, Ulrike Müller, Suanne
McGregor, L.J. Roberts, Elisabeth Subrin, and the Women’s Liberation Cinema, this
exhibition asks viewers to consider a feminist representation of utopia.
Allyson Mitchell proposes that utopia is to be found within the towering over
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sculptural works of her Lady Sasquatch series. Upon entering the Centennial Square
exhibition space, one immediately comes face-to-face with this work that bubbles with
vibrancy. Here, large, fun-furred and unruly lady beasts dance, stand, and present
themselves proudly around a paper fire. Mitchell presents to us Lady Sasquatch—a
lesbian, feminist creature influenced by Playboy photographs and made up of velvety,
found textiles and taxidermy materials. She is everything that the idealized female body
today is not – she is the hairy, the pubic, and the grotesque, embodying everything that is
often concealed and ignored.
On the opposite side of the gallery, viewers navigate between an arrangement of
staged chairs and hanging houseplants in order to get to Müller and Roberts’ installation.
Books borrowed from the Brooklyn’s Lesbian Herstory Archives–one of the largest
collections containing lesbian-related visual material—have been neatly placed on chairs
so that guests may leisurely sift through the material. In the final section of the room is a
small, closed off theatre. Found footage taken from New York City’s 1971 Christopher
Street Liberation Day parade stretches across a large projected screen in Sharon Hayes
and Kate Millett’s video collaboration. A bench and accompanying headphones allows
viewers to listen in on the voice-overs of Millet, who describes an assumed disposition of
the female protestors, and Hayes, who speculates on the relevance of the footage today.
Moving onto the second Oakville Gallery site at Gairloch Gardens, Carrie
Moyer’s poured paintings instantly tease the senses. Creating abstracted images of
playfully tweaked and twisted fertility symbols, Moyer distorts and accordingly adjusts
what was once familiar about the female anatomy. In a dark, curtained room next to
Moyer’s paintings, Elisabeth Subrin has staged Shulie, a re-make of the 1960s
documentary on the life of Shulamith Firestone. Firestone, Canadian-born author of “The
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Dialectic of Sex,” remains one of the earliest examples of a radical female who posed a
feminist theory of politics. In the original documentary Shulie, Firestone is a young art
student in her twenties living and working in Chicago in 1967. Shot as a film that
documented the so-called “Now Generation” of the time, Firestone discusses her views
on religion, institutional power structures, the limitations of motherhood, as well as racial
concerns. The original Shulie film poses questions about sublimated female repression at
the time; thirty years later, Subrin has recreated Shulie as a somewhat skeptical
contemplation on second-wave feminism, where Subrin inquires about historical female
representations and invites her audience to question what has really changed.
As your mind fluctuates between rational and sensory engagement, guests at the
opening were invited to mingle with the artists and enjoy refreshments. Gallery goers and
female comrades alike picked at devilishly indulgent finger foods that included plates of
store bought cookies and candy, all washed down with “baby girl pink” cocktails. These
treats only reinforce the exhibition’s commentary on contemporary ideals for women—
face-to-face with treats that are often black marked as no-no’s for the woman always in
search of the “ideal” body, the exhibition asks us to consider how our contemporary lives
as women continue to remain informed by historical restraints. Indulgences, restrictions,
boundaries, limitations – whether it’s sugary junk food or footage of angry bell-bottom
clad women, After My Own Heart demonstrates to us that these ideas persist and still
remain tightly wound up with one another.
This is the contradiction with using the term “utopia” in the exhibition title—
while a utopia suggests an alternative state that is defined as “better” than our current
condition, one cannot help but wonder if this is not another idealized notion destined to
fall short. Yet, After My Own Heart suggests that without a vision for a better future, we
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can only continue to look backwards to the past and accept what continues to confine our
present. This exhibition accepts the notion that we need a utopia, even as it acknowledges
the limits of utopian thinking, and it remains an important reminder of what still remains
after women’s hearts.
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4

Practice Documentation

Figure 4: Monster #3
6.5 ft h
Tape, unstuffed teddy
bear skins, water pipe.
December 2012
Installation view,
“No.25: BECAUSE OF
THEIR IRREGULAR
SHAPE AND THE
FREQUENT PRESENCE
OF AIR CURRENTS,”
Parker Branch Gallery,
December 20-30, 2012.
Photo courtesy of Parker
Branch Gallery.
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Figure 5: Monster #4
7 x 4.5 x 1.5 inches
Tape, wig, pipe clamp.
December 2012
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Figure 6: (Left) Untitled
Figure 7:(Above) Untitled (detail)
8 ft h (individual poles)
Unstuffed teddy bear skins, rope, rabbit
fur, pencil rod support.
April 2013
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Figure 8: Raccoon Raft
28 x 34 x 3 inches
Recycled raccoon fur coat, pool raft.
October 2013
Installation view,
“Split Film Filament,”
The ArtLab Gallery,
October 10-28, 2013.
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Figure 9:
Raccoon Raft (detail)
Variable dimensions.
Recycled raccoon fur coat,
pool raft.
October 2013
Installation view,
“Split Film Filament,”
The ArtLab Gallery,
October 10-28, 2013.
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Figure 10:
(left)
Sugar Stick
Figure 11:
(Below)
Sugar Stick
(detail)
7 ft h
Wood, drink crystals,
concrete, trolley.
October 2013
Installation view,
“Split Film Filament,”
The ArtLab Gallery,
October 10-28, 2013.
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Figure 12: (Above)
Pink Lady and Friend
Figure 13: (Left) Pink Lady (detail)
Variable dimensions.
Wall hook, nylon string, copper wire,
mink fur.
October 2013
Installation view,
“Split Film Filament,”
The ArtLab Gallery,
October 10-28, 2013.
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Figure 14: (left) Hubba Bubba (front view)
Figure 15: (right) Hubba Bubba (side view)
19 x 6 x 6 inches
Deflated toy balls.
December 2013
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Figure 16: Nugget
54 x 60 x 60 inches
Spray foam, gold spray paint, glitter.
December 2013
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Figure 17:
(Above)
Stiff, Stiffer, Siffest
Figure 18:
(Left)
Stiff, Stiffer, Stiffest (detail)
Variable dimensions
(individual pieces 9 ft h)
Rocks, glitter, drink crystals,
nylon string, sticks.
December 2013
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